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On The House 


Author's Notes: 
Sister Mary, please forgive me for my sins. | have read "In The Hayloft" so many times and think it's such a 


rice little AU that | wanted to dip my toes in it, too. 


Inspired otherwise by "Mood for a Day" and seeing Steve perform in a cute shirt with a tight torso and 


billowing, embroidered sleeves. 


This one will actually be a multi-chapter! Don't know how many. Adult rating later on for sure. 


"Any update, Doctor? Will she be alright?" 


The milkmaid stood, once again, in the doorway, little more than a diminutive, trembling shadow against the 


stark evening sun. 


The deep orange of the sky behind him startled Bill more than the intrusion, it had been hours since he had 
looked up from the heifer lying prone before him. 


He blocked the gruesome scene with his body. One arm shooed the milkmaid away, the other gone halfway in 


the cow's innards. 

"Nothing has changed from when you last came by an hour ago, sir," he said. 

If the fleshy mass lying on a once-white cloth next to him told the truth, Bil doubted anything would change, 
but there was no sense in causing undue stress until the heifer had truly taken her last breath. It wouldn't be 


long now; the distant rattle in her chest had worsened unmistakably. 


"Please, mister," he pleaded over his shoulder, "Try to get some rest. | assure you, you will be the first to 
know if anything changes." 


"Okay," the milkmaid said in a hasty breath, scurrying away, thank God, into the twilight. 


Bill almost feared breaking the news to him more than Lord Christopher Squire. A single heifer meant nothing 


to the wealthiest man in Lancashire; a single heifer meant the world to a milkmaid. 
She died under lantern light in the few minutes it took for evening to become night. He found the milkmaid- 
Jon, Bill had come to learn- in his quarters. Jon wailed pitifully and crumpled into his arms like a grief-stricken 


mother. 


"Her mother died during childbirth," he blubbered into Bill's shoulder, "And to think she would never even reach 


breeding age. Such a waste of life, it is." 


This was Bill's least-favorite part, among a lot of other least-favorite parts. Holding Jon loosely in his arms, he 
cursed his father. 


Lord Squire reacted to the news as expected 
"A shame," he said, behind an ornately-etched goblet, "But Im sure you did all you could" 
"Yessir. Litle can be done about cancer so advanced. Happens even to babes 

"Mm," Squire hummed through another drink, wholly uninterested 


Very few people could request a personal audience with Lord Christopher Squire. Bill resented being one of the 
few who could. A right bastard, he was. 


Their begrudging professional relationship began little more than a year ago, when word came from a courier 
in Sevenoaks of a veterinarian who had somehow, miraculously, brought back to life the Duke's prized sheepdog. 
To say the tale had been exaggerated was an understatement; the sheepdog had been bitten by a venomous 
snake, and the offending bite went unnoticed, hidden underneath its thick undercoat, until the dog lay near 


death. Bill had merely spotted signs of poisoning and administered antivenom, hardly miraculous after all. An 
educated guess, more like. 


Nevertheless, it put him in Christopher Squire's sights. Since then, he would get the occasional call to 
Lancashire to examine sick livestock. Squire paid well, well enough that Bill could overlook any personal 


misgivings. 


It was the generous coin Bill had opened his mouth to mention when a weak, familiar voice called out behind 


them, "Chris." 

Bill looked over his shoulder. 

Jon stood in the doorway of the dining hall, looking just as liquid and broken as he did in his quarters. Upon 
seeing Bill, however, he startled, drawing his mouth into a fine line and falling silent except for poorly-stifled, 
staccato sniffles. 

Bill looked back toward Squire, who looked similarly taken off guard. 


"Have | interrupted something?" Bill said. 


"No, no," Squire assured, waving a dismissive hand, "| called the farmhand in to discuss, ah, the purchasing of a 


new cow. But we're done here, aren't we?" 
‘| suppose so," Bill replied, "When should | expect the-" 


"Oh!" Squire- Chris?- exclaimed, snapping his fingers, "I nearly forgot. Is it too much to ask of you to stay in 
town for tonight? | have a horse having the awfulest hoof trouble." 


"Of course not," Bill said, even though it was too much to ask. 


"Great," Chris grinned, "I'll have them reserve you a room at the inn in Town. Eight-thirty Tomorrow, my 


stablehand will come for you. Please be prompt and ready." 

"Of course, sir," Bill hissed. 

A lot of nerve he had, mentioning lateness, when just a few months prior Bill stood outside the outpost for 
what approached four hours because Lord Squire felt his time was better spent falling asleep in the bath 


instead of calling a chauffeur to retrieve him. 


The coin, Bill chanted to himself, shoving past the bewildered Jon and out into the manor's winding halls, just 
think about the coin 


The inn Lord Squire had thrust upon him was a few minutes’ carriage ride past the town's limits, a couple 


miles south of his property's expansive borders. It sat three stories high and sandwiched between a bakery 
and a haberdasher in the heart of the village. If there was one good thing borne from Squire's prioritizing of 
aesthetiques over practicality, it's that the town was never caught any less than immaculate, right down to 


the spaces between the cobblestones that formed the main road. 


Clean was wonderful, but even subpar would have been acceptable for the rode-hard-and-hung-up-wet 
veterinarian who had spent his entire day in an unheated barn, neck deep in cow viscera. His legs wobbled 
precariously, threatening to give as he stepped off the carriage onto the main road. Crouched all day as he 
had been, he hadn't given thought to how unfamiliar walking would feel, either. 


A threatening growl accompanied a sudden spike of nausea. When was the last time he had eaten? Hours ago, 
at least. The warm, savory smell wafting from the inn was equal parts appetizing and repulsive, but the lit 
lantern over the door promised fast and effective relief from all of his ills. He shambled inside, hugging his 
coat tightly around him against the November cold and adjusting his bag over his shoulder. 


The gentle folk of Accrington must have thought him some wanted criminal, with the way they all lifted their 
heads to gawk at him on his way to the bar. And they'd be justified; his mottled red shirt read "murderer on 


the run" first and "veterinarian after a bad day" somewhere further down the line. 


He took a seat at a stool on the rightmost side of the weathered bar. At the other end, a barmaid glanced at 
him over a coworker's shoulder. Bill ducked his head into the collar of his coat, letting his hair fall to form 
what he hoped was an effective shroud over his face. Sure knew how to make a guy feel welcome around 


here. 


He remained like that, a pale turtle afraid to come out of his shell, until above him he heard a man's voice say, 


"What can | get for you?" 


The other barmaid- or barman, rather- hovered over him, billowy-sleeved arms crossed over an ornately 


embroidered vest. 

Bill cleared his throat. "Ah," he croaked, "What do you have.. that doesn’t involve cows?" 
"Cows?" the barman parroted. 

"Yes," Bill said. 


Fuzzy brows furrowed behind wavy fringe, and eyes the color of the stormy Dorset coast bounced around 
him, hopping from red patch to red patch on his shirt, before widening in what Bill hoped was understanding. He 
grinned, but the downturn of his mouth more closely resembled a frown, split in two by a charming gap in his 


teeth. 


"I was wondering what reason you'd have for hopping off a nice carriage looking like that," he said, smug, as 


though he had solved some grand mystery, "Come from Squire's estate, have you?" 


"Yessir." 
The barman turned his back to Bill and snatched a tankard from beneath the counter. His vest was cinched at 
the waist with a leather bow. A corset. It might as well have been a corset. They make the barmen wear 


them, too? Christ. 


He turned back around with the tankard overflowing with ale and passed it over the counter into Bill's hands. 


Bill looked bewildered down at it. 

"On the house, the barman said, "Wouldn't wish a miserable milkmaid on anyone." 

The ale's frothy head crested over the tankard's rim and spilled over Bill's fingers in rivulets. He licked them 
clean and tipped his head back to clear half of the mug in one go. Drinking on an empty stomach meant he 
might not be so ready for the stablehand come tomorrow, but who turns their nose up at free ale? Piss on 
Squire. Speaking of.. 


"You know Jon?" 


The barman worked an old rag at the bottom of a tankard. "Somewhat. | find myself on Lord Squire's property 


some nights when l'm not working.” 
"Why's that?" Bill questioned. Suspicion tainted his voice before he could think of reeling it back. What, was the 
sweet little milkmaid not enough for him? Won't stop until he's had a taste of every young lad in Lancashire? 


Truly a voracious bastard. 


‘Sometimes he sends me to play lute for him, sometimes with him. Not a lot of people are aware, but he's 


quite a talented musician, himself" 
Oh. "You're a bard?" 
‘On occasion," The barman's eyes narrowed. "What's it to you, outsider?" 


"No reason," Bill laughed, "Honestly, | thought you were going to tell me Lord Squire keeps mixed company, or 


something.” 


The barman didn't laugh. Rather, his scowl-smile pulled into a true scowl, and Bill winced behind his tankard at 
its sudden severity. 


"What makes you say that?" he said. 


"No reason," Bill sputtered, "It's just a.. just a dumb joke." 


‘It is a dumb joke," the barman spat, tipping up his chin, "And to answer your question, we do make our pottage 
without meat." 


His warm expression iced over with all the quickness of a January storm, and he disappeared into the kitchen. 


Behind him trailed the barmaid, calling "Stevel", her hand in the air. 


Steve, Bill thought. The only name willing to give him the time of day thus far, and he had fucked it up with 


immature gossip. He finished off his glass and slammed it on the counter. 


When Steve returned a few minutes later with a steaming bowl of pottage, Bill thought he should say 
something to the effect of an apology, but it died underneath Steve's cold, unbothered gaze. He settled on 
ordering another tankard of ale, as unaffected and professional as he could manage, and descended upon the 
stew like a dying man. The ale had numbed his stomach, but upon the first touch of pottage- which was really 
quite good, maybe the best he'd ever had, or maybe that was the ale talking- he remembered how ravenous 


he had been. If the locals somehow hadn't thought him a murderous savage before, they certainly would now. 


He looked up from his food just long enough to see Steve standing in the doorway to the kitchen, staring at 
him. He looked away as soon as their eyes met, turning to another patron. Bill stared at the back of his head. 
Two braids ran from his temples to intercept one another in a beaded ribbon at the nape of his neck, soft 


auburn like an oak tree in late autumn. 


He got up with a sigh, leaving coins on the counter in two piles, one to cover the ale and pottage, and one as a 


generous, apologetic tip. 


The barmaid stood washing glasses a few feet away. He retrieved his key from her, not willing to risk an 


awkward exchange, and, kicking himself for his cowardice, retired to his room on the top floor. 


A single hay mattress, an end table, and a small wash basin in the corner. It wasn't home by any means, but it 
was enough to end the day. Bill disrobed and washed as best he could into the basin, thankful for a small 
square of lye soap on the stand. It made all the difference; although his skin had looked clean on the surface, 


the water ran an opaque pinkish-pearl by the time he was done. 


He settled on the mattress with a groan, pulling its threadbare patchwork blanket around himself. The warmth 
from the kitchen below shielded the private rooms above from the cold. Cocooned in it, belly full, Bill set to 
recapping the day's events. He thought of the heifer, of Jon, of Lord Squire, of his duties the following day, and 
of Steve, who he made a note to apologize to tomorrow before he left for the estate. Why he cared so much 
about what a stranger thought, he didn't know, but he'd prefer to not have anyone think he was a knobhead if 
he could help it. 


And it really had been some good pottage. 


Somewhere between the third and fifth revisions of his apology, sleep wrapped its nefarious tendrils around 


him and pulled him under. He drifted off to the distant sound of a lute downstairs. 


The Way to a Man's Heart 


Author's Notes: 
This is going awfully fast, considering how long fics normally take me. I've either been struck with an almighty 
bolt of inspiration, or this is plain hot garbage and | don't realize it. Either way, here you are. 


The sun had barely crested over the horizon the next morning, providing just enough light to see by, when Bill 
began to wake. Beyond the room's single, small window, Accrington remained mostly frozen in the quiet of night, 


just barely stirring as he was, warm and begrudging underneath the quilt. 


Although his mind had long since been conditioned to rise before the sun, when the day's best work was done, 
his body never managed to catch up entirely. He spent a few cozy seconds toying with the idea of more sleep 
before forcing himself into a sitting position His arms stretched towards the rafters, long and languid. Cold 
assaulted him as soon as he left the sanctity of the covers. It nipped at his newly exposed skin; extra 
motivation to climb out of bed, if only to dress himself against the chill 


He took a cursory glance around the room before heading down the stairs into the dining hall. It was a hollow 
shell of the night before, dark and barren, save for a warm glow emitting from the kitchen. The light spilled 

past the open serving window behind the bar and filtered through upturned stools to paint the hall in muted, 
golden stripes. 


A low hum echoed in the cavernous space. Bill craned his head to peek beyond the window and saw a head of 
unkempt auburn hair illuminated by a hanging lantern. Steve hadn't noticed him, preoccupied by whatever it 


was he was doing that swayed him gently to and fro at a large, open countertop. 

Apologize, Bill's sluggish brain shouted. Something in him hoped he wouldn't find him so soon, or perhaps at all, 
and he could leave town to forget his guilt in a few weeks' time. No such luck The hypotheticals that had 
seemed so flawless in near-sleep had long since left him. He shoved his hands into his coat pockets and edged 
toward the window. 

You shouldn't bother him while he's working, his conscious mind chided, you hate it when people do that. 

Still, he spoke. 

"Good morning.” 

Steve yelped and jerked his body toward the sound, as whatever was in his hands tumbled onto the countertop 


and then careened off toward the dusty floor. Bill watched its descent in abject horror. A ball of dough. It 
flattened with the impact at Steve's feet. 


Bill raised his gaze to Steve's face, slow, like a guilty dog. The anger he saw there was palpable. His eyes fell 
back to the floor. 


"Im sorry," he muttered, a partial payment toward a mounting debt of apologies. 

"Can | help you with anything?" Steve's servile tone quivered. 

"No, no," Bill said, "l, ub." 

"You.2" 

Helpless, Bill spat, "I find | can only make an ass out of myself in your presence 

The words fell from his mouth and rolled onto the floor to join the sad blob of dough. He didn't know entirely 
what he meant by it, another stale joke, but something about it must have worked, as it softened the harsh 


lines around Steve's eyes. 


And so he continued, fists tightening in his pockets, "I, uh.. | wanted to apologize for my words last night. You'd 


shown me kindness when no one else had, and | repaid it with tasteless bar talk." 

Steve stood stock-straight with his arms crossed over his chest, but his face had let go of its stoniness, 
leaving behind only some rigidity in the tight draw of his mouth. Painful, silent seconds passed before that, too, 
eventually gave way to a smile- all top teeth and craterous dimples. 

"What's your name?" he asked. 

"Bill," Bill choked, "Bill Bruford." 

"Bill. My name's Steve." 

/ know. 

"A pleasure, Steve." 

Steve turned to face the countertop again. Impossibly slender hands pulled a wad of dough from a mass in a 
large wooden bowl and tossed it onto a butcher block sprinkled with flour, then set to kneading. Behind him, 
several balls of similar size, shape, and smoothness spanned the length of the table, resting on sections of 


parchment paper. 


"| would demand you reimburse me for the lost roll," Steve hummed, not looking up from his work, "If it 


weren't for the tip you left" 


Bill pulled an anxious hand through the curls at the nape of his neck. 


"I felt horrible." 

"I know. Money talks," Steve said. Then, with a smile, "Think nothing of it” 

Bill leaned against the counter and watched the steady push and pull of Steve's hands as he worked the dough 
to match the smoothness of the others. After a few dozen kneads, Steve paused to inspect his work, sucking 
his bottom lip between his teeth in concentration. Then, satisfied, he moved it to an empty spot on the 
parchment paper closest to him. Another wad from the large bowl, and the cycle began anew. 

"You do this every morning?" Bill asked. 

"You're full of questions, aren't you." 

Bill hadn't thought about it. "Am 1?" 

Steve shuffled to a large oven across the kitchen and slid two pans of uncooked dough into its fiery maw. 
"lve got a question for you," he said over the tinny roar of the pan 

"Of course." 

"Don't you have anything better to do?" 

Ouch. 

‘Not- not really, no. Not right now. | can bugger off, if you want." 


Steve tipped his head to tut at the rafters, as if considering it. 


‘Mmm, | suppose l'm not particularly put out by the company," he said, "However poodleheaded the company 


may be." 
Bill laughed. A joke at his expense in exchange for forgiveness? He had agreed to unfairer terms. 


They talked in short bursts until the sun had climbed high enough in the sky to drown out the light of the 
lanterns and bring the songbirds from their nests. Soon, too, did the later-rising patrons of the inn come 
shambling down the stairs, some fully dressed, some still in their night clothes. Steve pulled the last pan of 
baked rolls from the oven just as the first inn-dweller approached to order breakfast. 


Bill looked outside to the street. Any moment now, if Lord Squire deemed it so, he'd hear the distant beating of 


hooves. He sighed. Only one more day of this, and he'd be en route back to Sevenoaks. 


He glanced back towards the kitchen, where Steve stirred a large pot of porridge over a stove and ladled it 


into bowls. 


Lord Squire always held off on thinking of things until the last minute. There stood a chance he would have to 
extend his stay again. A drag, that would be. An enormous drag. 


But today, he was punctual. The carriage pulled onto the curb mere minutes after the church bell struck the 
half hour. Out from it stepped a dark haired young man in well-cared-for riding boots adorned with golden 
spurs. 

With a heavy sigh, Bill threw his bag over his shoulder and started for the door. 


"Oi, Billl" Steve shouted over the morning bustle, "Wait a moment." 


Bill pivoted on his heels. Steve folded over the edge of the bar window at the waist, clutching a cheesecloth 


parcel, 
"Come here," he beckoned with a sweep of his free hand. 
Bill did, and Steve pushed the parcel into his hands. 


Inside, an apple and a wedge of thick-skinned cheese nestled against a freshly baked roll. Bill stared down at 


them. 


Steve cleared his throat. "Now | don't want you staggering in here like you did yesterday, half dead, 


embarrassing yourself and scaring away the clientele with your table manners." 


His eyes flitted every which way. It was hard to tell where they landed when Bill fought to look directly at him, 


too. 

"Thank you," he finally managed. 

"Was nice to meet you," Steve said. 

"You too." 

"Give my regards to Jon, if you see him." 


Bill's feet never touched ground on his way to the carriage. The stablehand glared daggers at him over their 
handshake. No matter. Lord Squire could be made to wait for once. 


Horseshoe 


Author's Notes: 
l'm thinking this is the second-to-last chapter. Shitll get real in the next one. | just needed a bridge, and also 


wanted an excuse to write more Jon 


The iron file slipped, and the Yorkshire coach horse gave a resolute tug at the hoof wedged between Bill's 
thighs. Cursing, Bill wrangled it back again. 


"When's the last time they had a proper fucking farrier come ‘round here, huh?" he muttered, sweat dripping 
from his brow to spread out on the horse's dry sole as he continued his assault on the ill-fitted shoe's last, 


ornery nail cinch. 


The horse gave no response aside from a glassy, dead stare through feathered lashes. Judgemental creatures 
as a whole, they were. They all tended to have the same look about them- one that said the lot of humanity 
would be in for it, if only they didn't have toothpicks for legs. 


Finally, with the last dregs of Bill's elbow grease and a violent grunt, the nail cinch gave way, and with it the 
shoe's vice grip on the hoof wall loosened. Bill discarded his file onto the hay-strewn floor in exchange for pull- 


offs. 


He held the offending shoe up and grimaced at the steep curve of a nail close to the heel. What kind of 
stablehands did Lord Squire employ if they couldn't remedy a simple case of nail prick? No wonder the poor 


bastard went lame in a single night. 

Carefully, Bill held the horse's hoof to the light of a lantern suspended on a hook above him. It only dipped 
shallowly into the puncture, but from what was made visible, he determined the wound under no immediate 
threat of infection. Nevertheless, in pursuit of thoroughness, he withdrew a pot of witch hazel salve from his 
bag and packed a pea's worth into it. Better to leave as little up to these incompetents as necessary. 

"You've such a gentle way about you." 

Bill looked up from the hoof to see Jon, leaned against a tall stack of hay bales a stall down. He smiled kindly, if 
not with a touch of sorrow; his heart sat beating on his lacy, billowing sleeve. Bill imagined he would be knee 
deep in cow shit by this hour. Perhaps Chris- Lord Squire- had given him a bereavement day. 

"How do you do?" Bill asked. 


"Oh," Jon sighed, "Awlreet. Least as awlreet as one can be, | suppose, given the circumstances." 


"That's to be expected," Bill replied, releasing the horse's foreleg. The horse trotted away to the corner of the 
stall and shot a skeptical look over his shoulder. 


Jon peeked around the stall. "Ah, so this was him, then?" 


"Mmhmm," Bill hummed, "For what it's worth, you care more about your COWS than this crew does for their 


horses. Gonna find the stable master and tell him what for." 

"Don't cause too much trouble, now." 

"Can't be coming down here every time a horse goes lame." 

"Sure you can!" 

Bill snorted. He reached down to drop the pull-offs into his bag; his fingers brushed the cheesecloth parcel 
Steve had given him, sat obscured by a pot of coagulant and some calipers. It was too early for lunch, still, 
but.. 

"Steve at the inn sends his regards." 

"Steve?" 

"He said he plays lute here sometimes." 

"Why yes, of course, | know Steve," Jon chirped. 


Bill chewed on the inside of his cheek. "I didn't, until last night. Nice fellow." 


"Not a more talented man in Lancashire, I'd say," Jon said, "His playing is just the most beautiful thing, it'll 
bring singing straight from any frigid man's heart. Tha should come by and have a listen sometime." 


Bill brushed aside the calipers and glass pot to lift the parcel from his bag. 


"| figure | owe him that much," he muttered, "Was a right ass to him- twice- and he still sent me away with 


lunch. Imagine that." 


A thin smirk twisted the fat of Jon's cheeks. He gazed at the parcel in Bill's hands, then at Bill himself, through 


lashes thick as the horse's. 


"Yes, imagine that," he purred, "That someone would take pity on a handsome, hard-working lad such as 


yer'sel." 


"What's that supposed to mean?" Bill said. 


"Nothing, really" Jon picked hay from underneath a bale's taut binding 
"Hts not nothing.” 

"| just always thought it was peculiar how he remains unwed! 

"And?" 


"Well, his father's the innkeeper, you know. He's had his pick of every pretty bird in the county. And he always 


refuses!” 
fis a dumb joke, Steve's low voice echoed in Bill's skull 

‘Hts the strangest thing," Jon said, lips protruding in a pout. 

Bill wasn't stupid. Stubborn, maybe, but not stupid 

"Sort of like how it's strange that you refer so casually to Lord Squire?" 


He expected a scoff, or a slap, or at the very least a stern look and a hasty exit. But Jon beamed with his 
entire face, dark blue eyes reflecting every bit of light tossed their way. 


"Men like us have a special way of finding one another, | think," he said as he turned to leave, "I'll stop 


moitherin’ you already." 


Eventually, lunch did roll around. But by then, sitting underneath an oak tree on the bank of a duck pond a few 
minutes from the stables, Bill found himself thinking of Jon's words too deeply to enjoy Steve's gift for what it 
was. Ulterior motives sweetened every bite of bread. He tossed a chunk into the water and watched a flurry 


of ducks clamber over themselves for it. 


It was ridiculous, the whole of it. Something wrong with Lancashire's well water, or maybe poison fumes 
drifting in from the iron refinement outpost some furlongs south, that had him deliberating on the charming 
crookedness of Steve's smile, the curve of his narrow waist adorned with a leather bow. So narrow, he 
ventured he could wrap his hands around it and touch fingertips at his belly button. His mind warred with his 
heart that it was the cold and not the thought that sent a shiver through him. 


He pitched a stone out toward the bickering ducks and watched them disperse with a cacophony of distressed 
honks over and into the water. All that remained of his lunch was a cheese rind and an apple core, left under 
the oak tree as he trudged in the direction of Squire's estate, ruffled and ready to demand immediate pay or, 


as an acceptable substitute, a day's more work 


He found Lord Squire reclined in an armchair in his study. First and foremost, he told him what he told the 


coach horse: get a proper fucking farrier, and a good one. If the horse wasn't reshoed soon, the soggy 


Lancashire winter would surely lead to more persistent problems. 


Squire, as unbothered as always behind a gold-bound book of poetry, gave his word that he would, then had 
his lanky, towheaded butler pass over a velvet bag Bill was assured contained his pay for both days in full. 
Beyond passing mention of future preventative exam visits, though, no more immediate work presented itself. 


Bill was ready to frown into the mouth of the bag; it was short lived when he saw what lay within it. 


"Gods alive, Lord Squire," he balked, withdrawing a flawless stamped coin and turning it over between his 


fingers, "What's this all about?" 

"In exchange for you not saying a word," Lord Squire said, murky fish eyes narrowing over his book. 

Bribery, as he was raised to view it, was one of the many sins money had the potential to sway a man 
towards, and sat at the near top of his father's list of unforgivables. But that was only vaguely what it was, 
wasn't it? If he understood, he understood. No clarification given or desired, and as such, he remained 


precariously clean in the light of Heaven. The old man would forget to ask about it once he returned with 


funds enough to fix the roof, anyway. 


He stuffed the bag into his kit next to a book of native flora and adjourned his audience with Lord Squire with 


a bow. Maybe he wasn't so much of an irredeemable bastard, after all. 


Outside, the stablehand waited for him. He wore a scowl and spoke in few, clipped words as Bill boarded the 


carriage: 
"To the station?" 
Bill opened his mouth to say "yes", but the muffled jangling of the coin deferred his response. 


As they left Squire's courtyard and headed towards the main street, they passed by the duck pond. He looked 
to the side and saw three white geese pulling at the cheese rind he had left underneath the oak tree. 


"Into Town, if you don't mind,” Bill said. 


My Heart Declares a Holiday 


Author's Notes: 
Did | write three whole chapters as little more than an elaborate setup for smut? | dunno, you tell me. 


Bill watched the lit lantern grow closer with each step. It made the small, uneventful trek from the visitors’ 
stables to the inn into a miniature pilgrimage. Trudging against a bitter downwind, underneath an overcast sky, 
he wondered if through pain and chapped cheeks he would find wisdom and courage enough to carry him 


through the evening. It wasn't self-immolation, by any means, but.. 


He pulled his collar over his jawline. Perhaps he should have swallowed his pride and just had the stablehand 


drop him off further down the road. 


The hanging sign came into view. Standing beneath it, he felt no wiser than he had been stepping off the 
carriage, the only gifts given being chattering teeth and wind-whipped hair. 


In front of him, a young couple crossed the road and entered the dining hall arm in arm. Warm light spilled 
from the crack in the door to empty onto the cobblestone. There was a brief crescendo of sound- raucous 


singing- and then the door shut behind them, sending everything back into a bluish, lukewarm silence. 


Bill's sigh left him in a hot white puff. He paused for a moment with his hand wrapped around the brass door 
handle before diving inside. 


"Oh!" a barmaid exclaimed, staggering back. She held a tray over her head loaded with teetering tankaras. 
Bill held out his arms, "Sorry!" 


"Ye watch where you're going!" she snapped as the tankards stilled, "Openin' the door like a bloody knight back 


from war." 


Upon looking around, it came as no surprise that someone would be passing so close by. The hall was packed 
from floorboard to rafter with townsfolk: sitting at round tables, standing at the bar, filling the spaces 
between. Bill couldn't see the floor beyond a few metres ahead of him. A far cry from the empty morning. 


The shout-singing he had heard through the door slammed into his eardrums freely now with nothing to 
muffle it. An old farmer's work song. And he'd be willing to gamble any amount of coin on what had inspired 


such contagious mirth. 


Bill nudged through the crowd. Through a gap between two large laborers, he saw Steve in front of the 


fireplace, looking small behind a large, bulbous lute. His face distorted in concentration, hands were a blur along 


the neck, fingers melding into one indiscernible, ghostly entity. His labor bore the fruit of a searing and complex 
melody- one that sounded like it should have required twice the strings and twice the hands. 


Around him, the crowd roared. 

He can bring the singing from any frigid mars heart 

Every rough, miserable bastard in the house cried along to Steve's siren song like an unholy church choir, 
drunk on a communion of ale and sweet rolls. Steve played like he heard none of it, separate from the crowd, 
separate from the inn, in another dimension entirely. 

A climactic arpeggio concluded with a noisy flick of the wrist and a thunderous shout from the men closest to 
him, then exploded into applause and boot-thumping. Steve opened his eyes and combed the sweat soaked fringe 
from his face. He grinned at the crowd, timid and full, as though he couldn't handle the response yet expected 
it anyway. 


The next song kicked off soon after, a much gentler one. Steve's fingers pranced slow along the lute. Bill had 


never seen such long fingers. Meant for being adept at things, meant for creation. 
"Can | get you anything, sir?" 

A passing barmaid, the same one from last night, leaned into Bill's space. 

"No, thank you," he said. 


She smiled. Something about the way her eyes narrowed with it gave it a nefarious edge. “Just let me know," 
she said. 


She disappeared into the crowd. Bill turned his attention back to Steve. 


Steve looked back. 


Bill jolted Recovering, he pulled his mouth into a tight smile, as though it would betray the liquid spear of 
anxiety he had been gracelessly, suddenly impaled upon. 


Steve didn't return it. Rather, after a few moments of uncomfortable silence, he hunched over his lute, making 


a show of re-tuning it before the next song. 
What have | done this tme? Bill thought. 


He retreated to an empty bench behind the bulk of the crowd, the closest thing to solitude he could find. A 
nearby window faced the desolate street. The road stretched several hundred meters into the dark before 
terminating in a steep bend beyond a line of storefronts. 


He'd be a quarter of the way home by now on that road if he had just kept going. 


Steve fixed the mysterious tuning issue in his absence and dove headfirst into another song- jauntier than the 


last, but without the magnetizing force of the first. He tucked inside himself over the lute, head bowed. 
Bill frowned. /ve gone and made him uncomfortable, now. Thats what Ive done. 
He hadn't enjoyed more than a few fleeting minutes alone before a rotund, old man took the spot next to him. 


The bench seat protested beneath them as he slumped against the wall so severely, Bill thought he would melt 


into a pool on the floor. 
"Pretty, innit?" he said. 

"Beg your pardon?" Bill replied. 
"The view." 


His thin lips peeled back over his teeth. The movement carried with it the stench of alcohol. He laughed in the 
face of Bill's incredulity. 


"Don't know what you're talking about," Bill said, turning toward the window. 


The drunk spoke in a gelatinous Northern drawl, "Likes his ruffles as much as a lady, but won't get very far 
with a mug like that, will he?" 


He pitched forward and spewed an ugly laugh onto the floor. Bill's nostrils flared with a hot surge of righteous, 


Taurean anger. 

The drunk patted his back, "Aaah, c'mon, don't look like that, was only joking." 

"Yeah, well it's a bad joke," Bill spat, "Fuckin fruit." 

"What'd you say?" the drunk sneered. 

Bill met his eyes, empty as a dead horse's and encroached upon on all sides by puffy, crimson flesh. 
His lip twitched. 

"| said, you're a fucking fruit" 


He felt the punch connect before he saw it. By the time it caught up with him, his back had connected with 


the floor- he sprawled in the cramped space between bench and wall, torso against the planks and legs in the 


air, as the drunk descended on him, wrenching a fist in his shirt. 

Pain blossomed beyond a woozy surge of adrenaline, then another punch snapped his head back. Blood on the 
perverts knuckles. His blood. He spat at him, and sure enough, more of it spattered against his wool vest. The 
sight offered some lucidity; he gathered his wits about him enough to swing back, heart surging as he felt his 
knuckles connect with bone beneath a blubbery cheek. 

His assailant reeled back. Bill scrambled to his feet. He couldn't hear, he couldn't see beyond the overturned 
bench and the man on the floor. He dove towards him, but strong arms looped around his elbows and pinned 
him before he could turn the tides. 


"That's enough, now!" a voice behind him shouted. 


He struggled against the grip. Blood dripped from his nose into a growing puddle on the floor. "Let me gol” he 
shouted. 


Across from him, one of the large laborers had pinned the drunk as well, though he looked as though he 
needed little restraint. He rolled his head against his captor's chest, knocked boss-eyed. 


Pain, an almighty wave of it, crashed into Bill, with a groan through gritted teeth, he faltered in his own 
captor's grasp. 


It's over," he said, jerking Bill towards the door, "You had your fun, now get the fuck out" 


A thick wall of patrons had gathered to stand and stare in buzzing silence. Bodies parted to make a path to the 


front door, a million mouths gawking at them from either side as the bouncer steered Bill towards it. 
Bill spared a look down at his shirt. Mottled with blood. It hurt. Oh, it hurt, and he deserved every ounce of it. 


The bouncer had freed one of his arms to reach for the door handle, and Bill anticipated the bitter slap of cold 
stone, when a voice called out behind him, "Wait" 


Bill opened his bleary eyes. Steve materialized before them in waves like some ethereal being, his skin pulled 
tight over his skull in avid distress. 


"What?" the bouncer grunted. 
"He's bleeding everywhere," Steve said, in echoes, "You can't just toss him out" 
"That's the policy.” 


"To hell with the policy, mate! Look at him!" 


Bill groaned with another sharp stab of pain Yeah. Must look a sorry fucking sight. 
Above him, the bouncer sighed. 

"Where would you put him?" 

"Don't concern yourself with it, just give ‘im here. I'll handle it" 


After a few seconds deliberation, the bouncer freed Bill from his grasp. He pushed him; Bill staggered forward, 
but Steve caught him by the elbows before he could fall onto the floor. 


"Look at you," he marveled, voice so soft it squeezed a few more drops of adrenaline from Bill's synapses, 


"Good Lord, what have you done?" 

Steve combed the worst of the bloody curls from his face. Bill leaned into the touch. 

"Scared the clientele," he murmured. 

He had no pride or breath left for another apology, and so he figured Steve could have killed him then and it 
would have been justified. But instead, Steve helped him up the stairs. All two flights of them, to the third 
floor, and then all the way down the hall, until they arrived at a door tucked away from the others next to a 
supply closet. Once within, he lowered him gently onto a disheveled bed and moved to the washbasin. 

Bill surveyed his surroundings. A large blue and brown tapestry hung above a warped bookshelf by the door. 
Litte clay sculptures peeked at him from between stacks of frayed novels. On the wall adjacent, a small table 
perched in front of a narrow window. On its surface lay scattered rings, decorative ribbons, a quill protruding 
from a tub of ink. 

Bill looked down at the mismatched linens he'd settled upon 


This was Steve's room. 


"Now turn this way," Steve commanded, crouching by the bed with a cloth wrapped around two fingers, "And 
hold still." 


He brought it to Bill's face and wiped at the blood in gentle swathes. Each swipe came away redder than the 
last. 


Bill hissed when a fingertip bumped his busted nose, sparking hot behind his skin, like a lit match had been 
shoved into his nostril. He wrenched his eyes shut. "Ah, fuck-" 


"Sorry!" 


"S'okay." 

Steve came back, carefully. 

"Bill Bruford," he sighed, scrubbing gingerly at the crevice where nostril met cheek 
"Hmmm?" Bill groaned, 

This couldnt be real. He had died down there. 

"Deadset on ruining my life, are you?" 

It hurt to laugh. "Could have let them throw me out" 

"No," Steve said, "I couldnt have." 

"You must hate me." 

| barely know you." 


Perhaps it was the getting knocked into next week that had him applying meaning to something meaningless, but 
Bill thought for a moment he heard an intimately familiar frustration behind Steve's voice. 


Steve withdrew the soiled cloth and pitched it into a bucket on the floor. 
"Thank you," Bill said, "For everything. 

Steve smiled, shrugged. “It's nothing” 

"Yeah, | imagine you'd do this for anyone, wouldn't you" 

" No. 


Bill followed Steve's gaze as it fell to the floor. He wrapped his long hands around his ankles and rocked back 
and forth, just significantly enough to sway the hair that had fallen over his shoulders. 


"Hey," Bill said. 
Steve raised his head. 


"You know," Bill cleared his throat, "I'm, uh, I'm thinking | wouldn't postpone a trip home for just anyone, either. 


So." 


Steve blinked, then Bill blinked, and they said nothing to one another for quite some time, like a horrible repeat 
of their noticing of one another in the hall. Bill's face throbbed with a flooding of blood from his heart. 


Steve would turn away like he had before. Except with no lute to fold over, he'd tell Bill to get out. And Bil 


would, and board the next carriage to Sevenoaks, and never look back. 
But Steve didn't. 


He leaned in. Bill watched him come closer and sink his elbows into the mattress to prop himself up. The ends 


of his hair tickled Bill's arm. His breath reached just far enough to warm his bruised cheek 


Bill craned his head. Steve's lips pressed warm and featherlight against his own, warmer than standing by the 
fire, warmer than blood. 


He pulled back, just centimeters enough to speak. "I don't want to hurt you," he stammered. 

"Hurt me," Bill said, and leaned in again. 

It did hurt, when they would dive too deep and knock noses, but Bill persisted, gritting his teeth against the pain 
of it, taking its vicious energy and funneling it into Steve's mouth. Steve moaned, sweet and low, as Bill sucked 
the bottom lip he'd been chewing on between his teeth and pulled. He could feel Steve's chest heave against the 
mattress. 

"Bill," Steve gasped against his damp skin, fisting a hand in his shirt. 

"Is this okay?" Bill asked, parting from him. 

"Ie never done this before with-" 


"| haven't either." 


They came back together. Steve climbed onto the bed to straddle Bill's hips. Bill closed his hands around his 
waist. He felt Steve's fingers on his cheeks, then they descended, skirting over neck and collarbone, until they 
rested at the hem of his shirt. They wormed underneath the fabric and pet at the wiry hair below his navel. 
Cool against hot flesh. 


The juxtaposition had been so jarring, Bill didn't notice when Steve had started rutting against him until he 
whined sharply into his mouth. He fought back a pitiful moan of his own and rolled his hips into it, mapping out 
as much as he could of his body through their troublesome linens. Steve sighed into the kiss and broke away. 
For a moment, he looked angry, teeth bared and brows knit, but when he began to pull at Bill's shirt, Bill 


recognized the expression for what it truly was: desperation 


"OFF," he grunted, undoing the latches on his vest. He tossed it and his blousy white undershirt to the wayside, 


where they fell haphazardly over the small desk. 


Bill cursed under his breath and pulled his stained shirt over his head. Delicately, ready to be rid of it, but not 
so ready as to tear his nose off. It joined the pile. 


"You're beautiful," Bill said. 


Steve sat atop him, all wiry limbs and delicate muscle and just the barest amount of fat behind his belly 
button that smoothed the whole thing over. Bill reached out to drag his thumb pad along the sharpest point of 
his pelvis. Steve shuddered. 


"Can't believe this," he said. 

"What?" 

"That you'd say that to me. While we're doing this." 

“Bullshit,” Bill blurted, "Look at you." 

His fingers moved to the leather tie that held Steve's trousers together and looked up at him. 

"Please," Steve begged, tilting his hips forward. 

Bill undid the laces and worked them down Steve's thighs. Seeing another man nude and aroused like this, up 
close.. it plucked a dissonant chord in Bill's mind for a few seconds before he remembered where he was, who 
he was with, why he was here. He had made Steve aroused. Him. The thought alone spurred him to reach out 
and wrap his hand around Steve's dick. 

Steve hissed, eyelids fluttering shut, as he rocked into his grip. So sensitive, even at such a basic touch, Bil 
wondered if being with a man was his only first. His thighs quaked when Bill swiped his thumb over the head. 
Bill's own dick throbbed in the confines of his trousers at the sight of it. 

Steve swatted his hand away with a grunt and hooked his fingers over the hem of them, as if he had seen 
him through the fabric or read his mind, and together, they pulled them down until they bunched around his 


ankles. 


Bill opened his mouth to say something self-deprecating. He barely managed a syllable before moaning at the 
feeling of a calloused hand tugging at him. 


"Steve, fuck-" he wheezed, canting his hips. 


Steve looked at him wild eyed through his hair, like a feral forest elf sat before a feast. Bill brought him in by 


the jaws for another cautious but eager kiss, one he groaned into with every other pull of the hand. His hand 


wormed between them to wrap around Steve once again. They stroked at each other until they were no more 


than vessels for their growing desires, panting into each other's shoulders. 

| want you," he growled into Steve's ear, closing his teeth over it, "Want to be inside of you." 

Steve sobbed, "Please" 

He collapsed on top of Bill to reach under the bed and resurfaced a few moments later holding a small glass 
vial of olive oil. Bill felt its weight in his hands and sobered. Here Steve was in front of him, glorious and naked 
and unknown to a mar's touch, and he, for all his talk, had no idea what he was doing. 


He poured the oil onto his fingers and spread it around. Between them, Steve watched with bated breath. 


"Why don't you come lie down," Bill said, unable to stall any longer, and patted the narrow, empty spot between 
him and the wall. 


Steve settled there. Bill propped himself up on an elbow to hover over him, ignoring the stabbing protests from 
his face. He hadn't looked in a mirror lately, and didn't want to; he wondered if he had begun to swell, and if so 
how much, but he must have retained some appeal with how Steve gazed up at him from the bed, rosy- 
cheeked and lips parted just enough to see front teeth. 

Bill slipped his oiled fingers between Steve's parted legs and rubbed at his hole. He swooned at the mesmerizing 
way in which it tensed and relaxed under his fingers, all but inviting him- and eventually his cock, gods alive- 
inside. Steve groaned and spread his legs further. 

Bill slipped in a finger to the second knuckle. 

"Alright?" he said, watching a journey of feeling unfold by the little twists of Steve's face. 

Steve nodded. "More." 

Happy to oblige, Bill slid in a full finger and pressed against his walls. Just do it like you would to a bird, he 
guessed. He figured he was doing something right when Steve's tense grunts gave way to sighs and he began 
to rock back into the touch. Bill poured a few drops more oil onto his hand and slid in another finger. 

"Yes," Steve breathed, tipping his head back. 

"Good?" 


Better than expected. Bill brushed over a spot within him and Steve cried out, throwing his arm over his 


mouth in time to stifle the worst of it. 


"Holy shit," Bill whispered. 


"Again," Steve begged behind his hand, and Bill did, to similar results, "Oh, fuck, Bill” 


Bill's cock jumped and leaked pre-ejaculate onto Steve's thigh. Watching him come undone was such saccharine 


torture. He gave himself a couple tugs to chip away at the sharp edge of his arousal. 
Steve saw. 

"That's enough," he said, pulling at Bill's wrist. 

"You sure?" 


Bill withdrew and rolled over, positioning himself between Steve's thighs. As he bent down to capture his lips in 
another kiss, his hands slid underneath his knees, pulling them toward his chest. 


"Take me," Steve pleaded. "Wanted it since | first saw you." 


Bill cursed under his breath. He hadn't even known he fancied men until lunch-ish, and now he was making love 


to one he'd only known for two days. 
"lll stop if it hurts, just tell me," he said, and went in. 


They moaned at one another in unison. Bill managed an inch more inside with each shallow thrust and, God, it 
was every bit as constricting and hot as he could have possibly imagined. Steve's walls closed in around him in 
pulses like he was trying to milk him. He squeezed his eyes shut against a wave of arousal that felt as though 
it came centimeters from the threshold of climax before ebbing away. 


Below him, Steve took in frenzied breaths through gritted teeth. Bill combed sweat-slick strands from his face. 
It seemed to bring him back to the present. His eyes fluttered open at the touch. 


"You okay..2" 
Steve clenched around him. "Stop worrying about me and fuck me," he panted. 
Hell, how could Bill say no to that? 


He set a rhythm. Slow, at first, then faster as it became clear he wasn't hurting him. Quite the opposite- 
Steve's willowy body took Bill's dick like it was its job. 


A well-placed thrust had Steve scrambling to grasp his bed frame. It creaked and thudded against the wall, and 
Bill feared they might soon have his innkeeper old man busting down the door, but no matter. He'd happily die 
bracketed between Steve's quivering thighs as he assaulted that spot that made him writhe, made his toes 


curl, made him cry until it robbed him of his voice entirely, gone open-mouthed and silent save for abstract 


clicks until finally- 

"Bill," Steve stuttered, eyes rolling back into his skull, "'m-!" 

He came with a strangled noise, shoving down on Bill's dick, seed painting his stomach and hand in stripes. The 
sight turned Bill's thrusts erratic; it took only a few more before he emptied inside of him, slack-jawed and 
groaning. 


"Shit! 


The room quietened beyond the sound of their shared, ragged breathing. Bill looked down at Steve to find him 
halfway through opening his eyes, hair fanned out in a tangled mess on either side of the pillow. 


He collapsed next to him on the mattress. Steve turned to face him and twisted a finger in his curls. 
"Your nose is bleeding a little again," he said, swiping his thumb across Bill's cupid's bow. 


"Is your fault," Bill ragged, jabbing him in the ribs, "Shagging an injured man like that, what's wrong with you? 
Could've been concussed or something.” 


Steve spit out an airy laugh and brought his hand to his mouth. It made Bill want to hold him, and so he did, 
worming an arm beneath his neck to pull him close to his chest. He felt Steve's ribcage expand and collapse 
with a deep breath. 

"So." Steve muttered against his collarbone, "| suppose you've still got to go home, then" 

Bill sighed into Steve's hair. He hoped he wouldn't have to think about it so soon 

"| suppose | do." 

"You'll be coming back, though." 

"Of course." 

"ll write you." 

Steve clung to him. Bill rubbed tight little circles into his back. 

"Don't make too many promises, now," Bill said. 


"Why's that?" 


"You might wake not wanting anything to do with me." 


"Hardly," Steve huffed. 


Regardless of either of their intentions, the fact remained: in just a few meager hours, the sun would rise, and 
Bill would board the next wagon to Sevenoaks. 


Bill thought briefly of what it might look like to stay. Send a letter back to his old man, tell him Lord Squire 
had offered him a permanent position or some other lie, and set up a quiet shop on the outskirts of town, 
where he'd spend his days tending to Lancashire's livestock. Plenty of work around here, if Lord Squire's estate 
was any tell. And when his days were done, he'd stagger home to Steve, to their cottage on the hill, knee-deep 
in billowing grass dotted white and purple with wildflowers. 


Maybe have a couple of kids peeking through shuttered windows. 
Maybe not. 


He'd work out the details in the morning. 


